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Executive Summary 

Volunteers for Economic Growth Alliance (VEGA) manages the Farmer-to-Farmer Special Program 

Support Project (F2F SPSP), a supporting entity for the overall F2F Program. The project aims to develop 

new F2F implementers, reach new volunteers, and advance learning, innovation, and growth within the 

program. VEGA meets these objectives, in part, through the development and management of a sub-

awards program under SPSP. 

 

VEGA embraces continuous learning and adaptation in the management of SPSP. The program is 

currently in year three of a five-year program. The Lessons Learned I Special Study reviews the 

accomplishments of the sub-awards program so far and identifies improvements that can be made in 

the future. VEGA has adopted many improvements since the inception of the project and will continue 

to learn and change through the second half of the program. 

 

The recommendations contained in this report are based on a 360-degree examination of the sub-

awards program. Data collected for the study includes reviews of reports and other primary documents, 

interviews, surveys, a focus group, and site visits. Recommendations of the study are organized around 

the three main tasks of the F2F SPSP sub-awards program: (1) outreach and solicitation, (2) grants 

management, and (3) capacity building of Grantees. 

 

Study recommendations are summarized in the table below, which indicates recommendations that will 

be implemented by VEGA during the current SPSP, those that could be implemented with additional 

funding from USAID,1 and those that—because of timing—can only be taken up by the next round of 

SPSP. Although a number of the recommendations are not new ideas, documenting them is 

nevertheless important. Past recommendations that have been verified objectively through this study 

should receive additional consideration from USAID.  

 

Investment in the sub-awards component of SPSP represents an investment in the future of the F2F 

program. With relatively little money, Small Grants and PDPs result not only in successful volunteer 

programs but also in F2F being a more inclusive and innovative program overall.  

  

                                                           

1
 In addition to the currently anticipated total funding of $6.2 million. 
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Lesson learned 

Will be 
implemented2 

Could be 
implemented 

Future 
SPSP3 
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Target outreach and solicitation efforts to a 
particular SPSP objective 

•   

Increase the number of available   •  
Improve Requests for Applications (RFAs) based 
on experience and findings  

•   

Hold a virtual Q&A for each competition •   
Error! Reference source not found. •   
Reduce PEC level of effort (LOE) for proposal 
evaluation committee (PEC) 

•   

Encourage Mission-requested programs through 
PDP buy-ins 

  • 

Continue $150,000 maximum for  •   
Fully fund PDPs  •  
Allow costs of implementing volunteer 
recommendations  •  

G
ra

n
ts

 M
an

ag
e

m
e

n
t 

Increase number of support visits to SPSP   •  
Improve Grantee onboarding and interaction •   
Error! Reference source not found. •   
Enhance relationships with PDP holders •   
Reduce administrative requirements of SPSP 
awards 

•   

Reduce expectations of PDPs to support wider 
F2F community  •  

Increase expected LOE for grant management  •  

C
ap

ac
it

y 
B

u
ild

in
g 

Increase virtual training opportunities and online 
resources 

•   

Develop additional templates, tools, and 
resources 

•   

Continue capacity building for Small Grant 
applicants 

•   

Increase support for communication with USAID 
Missions  •  

Enhance SPSP Grantees’ engagement with the 
larger F2F community  •  

Add mid-sized grants as F2F 'stepping stones.'   • 

Introduction 
                                                           

2
 At $6.2 million anticipated funding level. 

3
 VEGA recommends all lessons learned also be incorporated into future program cycles. 
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The John Ogonowski and Doug Bereuter Farmer-to-Farmer (F2F) program was launched in 1985, making 

it one of the longest-running international development programs. Funded via the U.S. Farm Bill, F2F 

connects business owners, academics, professionals, and farmers in various U.S. agriculture fields with 

their counterparts in selected emerging markets to provide volunteer technical assistance. The Farmer-

to-Farmer global program has fielded 17,000 volunteers, reaching 1.3 million beneficiaries and 90 

million people indirectly. 

 

The F2F program’s primary goal is to generate rapid, sustainable, and broad-based food security and 

economic growth in the agricultural sector. The program is also focused on promoting a greater 

understanding among the American public of the role of U.S. development programs and their 

effectiveness in helping people, countering extremism, and justifying development spending by showing 

positive returns on investments (ROI), all while performing American citizen diplomacy—highlighting 

Americans’ spirit to help others through targeted and effective volunteerism. 

 

In 2009, the Farmer-to-Farmer Special Program Support Project (SPSP) launched as a supporting entity 

for the overall F2F program. The SPSP works closely with F2F core program implementers to develop 

and implement good practices and promote agricultural volunteer services. The SPSP’s objectives are to 

develop new F2F implementers, reach new volunteers, and advance learning, innovation, and growth 

within the program. These objectives are achieved through outreach, grant competitions, and capacity 

building of Grantees throughout the implementation of the F2F program.  

Background 

Volunteers for Economic Growth Alliance (VEGA) became the management entity of SPSP in 2013 with a 

mandate to implement five main activities: (1) developing and managing a sub-awards program to test 

innovative approaches for implementing F2F; (2) providing technical services to support core F2F 

programs; (3) defining, documenting, and disseminating lessons in best practices; (4) organizing 

workshops for F2F program staff and stakeholders; and (5) completing evaluations and special studies 

related to F2F program implementation.4  

 

The Lessons Learned I Special Study is focused on the first activity—VEGA’s sub-awards program. This 

activity relies on two funding mechanisms, Small Grants and Program Development Projects (PDPs).  

F2F Small Grant projects aim to test innovative approaches to the use of U.S.-based volunteers overseas 

in the food and agriculture sector, draw from non-traditional sources of U.S. volunteers, and allow new 

U.S.-based organizations to participate in the F2F program. These grants, seen as an entry point into the 

F2F community, reduce the barriers to entry by simplifying the process of receiving and implementing 

an F2F award and provide enhanced guidance and award oversight to ensure that all programs meet F2F 

best practices. 

                                                           

4
 From Farmer-to-Farmer Special Program Support Project Award, AID-OAA-A-13-00053. 
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PDPs also incorporate innovative ideas into F2F programs and engage new organizations—those not 

currently implementing a core F2F program—in the F2F community. In contrast to the Small Grants 

program, however, the PDP program aims to encourage organizations with some experience and 

capacity in volunteer-sending to take on a larger role within F2F. Whereas Small Grantees’ program 

requirements are scaled back, PDPs are expected to follow the same guidelines and requirements as 

core F2F programs. This model provides PDPs with a supportive environment to successfully complete 

the requirements of the core implementer programs. 

 

Small Grants and PDPs are selected through a competitive process. VEGA acts as the administrator for 

each competition and convenes a proposal evaluation committee (PEC) of independent experts to 

evaluate applications. In addition, VEGA assists applicants by providing feedback and support as they 

develop their programs. As of June 2016, VEGA has held three Small Grant competitions (2013, 2014, 

and 2016) resulting in 14 Small Grant awards. In 2014, VEGA held a PDP grant competition that resulted 

in three awards. Finally, in 2016, VEGA held a competition at the request of USAID/Ghana that resulted 

in one PDP. 

 

VEGA’s management of the Small Grants and PDP programs addresses the interests of both its Grantees 

and USAID. For Grantees, VEGA’s capacity-building approach ensures that organizations new to F2F are 

able to compete with more experienced organizations and successfully meet program requirements. For 

USAID, VEGA’s active oversight provides assurance that Grantees with more limited capacity and 

experience will uphold the quality reputation of the F2F program. VEGA’s sub-awards program involves 

three main tasks, defined below: 

a. Outreach and Solicitation: The effectiveness of outreach and communications between VEGA 

and potential Grantees, with an emphasis on organizations new to F2F; VEGA’s ability to run a 

fair, transparent, and effective grants procurement. 

b. Grants Management: VEGA’s ability to monitor program implementation to ensure that 

Grantees conform to all USAID regulations, F2F program requirements, and best practices in 

international development.  

c. Capacity Building of Grantees: VEGA’s ability to create templates, conduct trainings, and work 

directly with Grantees to support their implementation of SPSP programs so that they meet 

USAID requirements and the needs of beneficiaries and volunteers.  

The Lessons Learned I study examines VEGA’s management of each task to identify how effective its 

sub-award management has been in achieving SPSP objectives overall and to identify improvements 

that can be made during the remainder of the program. 
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Methodology 

VEGA followed a 360-degree examination and reflection methodology, using reports and other primary 

documents, interviews, surveys, a focus group, and site visits. The table below summarizes the data 

sources used for the review. The remainder of the methodology section describes each data source and 

the method used for the review. 

 

No. Review 
Type 

Description Outreach & 
Solicitation 

Grants 
Management 

Capacity 
Building 

1 Survey Small Grant and PDP applicants 
(successful and unsuccessful) 

   

2 Site Visit Purdue University PDP in Colombia 
and FAVACA PDP in Jamaica 

   

3 Site Visit Small Grant     

4 Site Visit VWB PDP in Ethiopia and Uganda    

5 Interview Proposal evaluation committee (PEC) 
members 

   

6 Interview PDP recipients    

7 Focus Group Small Grant recipients    

8 Document Review of email and social media 
promotion of RFAs 

   

9 Document PEC meeting notes and feedback to 
applicants 

   

10 Document Lessons learned from PEC process    

11 Document Volunteer trip reports and SOWs    

12 Document Modifications to awards    

13 Document Small Grant Final Milestone reports, 
including standard indicators 

   

14 Document Pre-bidders conference materials    

15 Document Grantee onboarding materials    

16 Document Grants manual    

17 Document Review of Small Grant and PDP RFA 
and awards 

   

18 Document Small Grant exit interviews (2013)    

 

(1) Survey of Small Grants and PDP Applicants 

VEGA distributed an online survey to all Small Grant and PDP applicants from the current SPSP program 

cycle (60 total applicants) using SurveyMonkey. The 32-question survey (Annex A) received a 27% 

response rate, an acceptable rate given that many data sources support the survey findings. Of the 16 

respondents, 13 were successful applicants, and three were unsuccessful. The survey focused on 

investigating outreach and solicitation, including perceived fairness, transparency, and applicant 

satisfaction; the opinion of VEGA’s support during the solicitation process; the preferred methods of 

communication; and the quality of the RFA to which they responded most recently. 
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(2) Site Visits to PDPs in Colombia and Jamaica 

In January 2015, VEGA’s SPSP program director and program associate traveled to Colombia and Jamaica 

to observe two PDP programs, the Jamaican Sustainable Farm Enterprise Program implemented by the 

Florida Association for Volunteer Action in the Caribbean and the Americas (FAVACA) and the Farmer-to-

Farmer program in Colombia’s Orinoquia Region implemented by Purdue University. The objectives of 

these visits were program oversight and support to the Grantees. Since the visit occurred before the 

Lessons Learned research commenced, staff conducted no interviews for the purpose of the study. 

However, notes from the trips and the official trip reports were reviewed to identify findings.  

 

(3) Site Visit to Small Grant  

In April 2016, VEGA’s SPSP program manager traveled to conduct field interviews and observe the Small 

Grants program.  The purpose of the trip was to explore the challenges faced by all Small Grant 

recipients. During this visit, the program manager conducted observations of two volunteer assignments 

and held interviews or meetings with the following stakeholders: the in-country coordinator, USAID, the 

in-country coordinator of a dropped host, and the volunteers. Please refer to Annex B for the interview 

questions used during the in-country coordinator interview.  

 

(4) Site Visit to PDP Program in Ethiopia and Uganda 

In May and June 2016, the SPSP program director and program manager traveled to Ethiopia and 

Uganda to conduct field interviews and observe the PDP program implemented by Veterinarians 

without Borders (VWB). The VWB project is a four-year $1.4 million PDP aimed at improving livestock 

disease surveillance, particularly for trans-boundary diseases in Ethiopia and Uganda. The VWB program 

has several unique features that test VEGA’s capacity building and support roles. Finally, VEGA staff 

planned a program support visit during the study period, making it possible to combine objectives and 

collect data more efficiently. During this visit, the staff observed volunteer teams in each country and 

held interviews or meetings with the following stakeholders: in-country coordinators, USAID/Uganda, 

USAID/Ethiopia, leaders of host organizations, and the volunteers. The interview questions listed in 

Annex B guided unstructured interviews of the in-country coordinators. 

 

(5) Interviews of Proposal Evaluation Committee (PEC) Members 

Six of the nine former Small Grants and PDP PEC members participated in interviews, representing a 

response rate of 67%. During these interviews, PEC members identified ways for VEGA to make its 

processes more fair, efficient, and effective, as well as ways for VEGA to improve its solicitation efforts 

to reach new, more-diverse implementers and bring in more innovative proposals. Gathering such 

information from PEC members gave VEGA an idea of the effectiveness of its current solicitation 

processes and identified potential future improvements to its solicitation efforts and documents to 

address the feedback and findings. Please refer to Annex C for the interview questions.  

 

(6) Interviews of PDP Recipients 

Individual interviews were held with the program managers of all three 2014 PDPs. Interviewers 

excluded the Ghana PDP from this list because program implementation had not started at the time of 
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this study. The questions posed to the interviewees intended to build on the information collected 

through the survey of applicants and to explore issues related to program implementation. The 

interviews followed the questions listed in Annex D.  

 

(7) Focus Group of Small Grant Recipients 

VEGA held a focus group of Small Grant recipients to gain a deeper understanding of their perspectives 

on VEGA’s outreach, solicitation, and program management processes and capacity-building support. 

The questions posed to the focus group meant to build on the information collected through the survey 

of applicants and to explore issues related to program implementation. Out of the eight current and 

past Small Grants managers, five participated in the focus group and a sixth provided input via email. 

Questions posed during the focus group are in Annex E. 

 

(8) Review of Email and Social Media Promotion of RFAs 

VEGA posts RFAs under SPSP to Farmer-to-Farmer.org and VegaAlliance.org and uses direct email and 

social media outreach to promote these funding opportunities. Email solicitations are sent through 

MailChimp, an email marketing service that tracks the number of messages sent, the number opened, 

and the number of recipients who clicked on the email’s links to the RFA. To date, VEGA has a wide 

distribution list of more than 3,000 subscribers and a targeted list of 287 subscribers for potential Small 

Grant applications. A review of MailChimp statistics showed the number of emails opened and the 

number of clicks on the RFA link. In addition, Google Analytics displayed the number of unique page 

views5 for each RFA solicitation page on F2F’s website. Finally, Facebook data determined how many 

users were reached and how many accessed information about RFAs through the F2F Facebook page. 

 

(9) Review of PEC Meeting Notes and Feedback to Applicants 

VEGA is responsible for managing the competitions to select Small Grants and PDPs, and as part of this 

work, it records notes from each PEC meeting and synthesizes these notes into applicant feedback. 

VEGA reviewed all comments and feedback from the Small Grant competitions held in 2013, 2014, and 

2016 and the PDP competitions held in 2014 and 2016. From these documents, VEGA identified the 

number of first-time and returning applicants, the number of applicants that met minimum 

qualifications, common critiques and feedback, and common reasons applicants were not chosen.  

 

(10)  Review of PEC Notes and Lessons 

To date, VEGA has conducted five grant solicitations: three Small Grants, one PDP, and one Mission buy-

in. During each of these PEC meetings in 2014 and 2016 for Small Grants and the PDP Ghana buy-in for 

2016, VEGA staff took detailed notes from the discussions about each applicant. These notes captured 

common themes, best practices, and lessons learned. 

 

                                                           

5
 Unique page views is the number of sessions during which the specific page was viewed at least once. A 

unique page view is counted for each page URL + page title combination.  

http://farmer-to-farmer.org/
http://vegaalliance.org/
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(11)  Review of Volunteer Trip Reports and SOWs 

To evaluate how well VEGA manages Grantees’ volunteer-sending processes, VEGA reviewed a sample 

of Small Grant and PDP volunteers’ scopes of work (SOWs) and trip reports to compare the reports to 

the corresponding SOW objectives. Because PDP Grantees had sent 68 volunteers and Small Grantees 

had sent 65 volunteers as of March 31, 2016, VEGA did not have the capacity to compare every 

volunteer’s SOW and trip report. Therefore, VEGA used Excel’s “RAND” function to select two volunteers 

randomly from every Small Grant and PDP. Excel provided each volunteer with a number, and VEGA 

chose the two volunteers with the highest numbers for comparison. Since VEGA may be familiar with 

some volunteers, using this random selection process eliminated any selection bias that may have come 

from manually choosing any two volunteers to use for comparison. Once the volunteers to be used for 

comparison were chosen, VEGA reviewed their SOWs to identify their trip’s expected results, impact, 

deliverables, and host partners. Then, VEGA reviewed the volunteers’ trip reports with the four criteria 

identified in the SOW to determine if the work the volunteer completed matched what was intended. 

Overall, learning if the work volunteers are completing aligns with the work they are being sent to do 

will help evaluate how well VEGA manages the volunteer-sending aspect of F2F SPSP. 

 

(12)  Review of Modifications to Awards 

When a Grantee’s program changes, VEGA must make a modification to their award. This is important 

both contractually and to document the program. To understand how well it manages Grantees during 

program implementation, VEGA conducted a document review of Grantee modifications. To identify 

common modifications made to Small Grants and PDP awards, VEGA categorized every modification 

made thus far to PDPs from the 2014 solicitation and to Small Grants from the 2013 and 2014 

solicitations. The purpose of identifying common modifications is to understand if there are any themes 

in programs’ modifications. If most modifications are expected and/or out of VEGA’s control, we can 

assume its award writing and management are adequate. However, if there are many modifications, like 

changes to milestones, then that may suggest VEGA should improve its management processes. 

 

(13)  Review of Small Grant Milestone Reports and Standard Indicators 

VEGA reviewed Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) data for Small Grantees and PDP Grantees to evaluate 

whether or not they have met or are meeting their targets. To conduct this evaluation for 2013 and 

2014 Small Grantees, VEGA first reviewed the targets each Grantee set in their award. While there was 

not a standard set of indicators to measure their Small Grants programs, there was enough overlap 

amongst the indicators to compare a few indicators across the programs. The targets set in the award 

were then compared to the results reported in each Grantee’s Final Milestone Report. The comparison 

process for 2014 PDPs was slightly different. Since PDP projects are between three and four years in 

duration, the 2014 awardees have not yet concluded their programs. Therefore, VEGA measured four 

common indicators across most PDPs and then reviewed each Grantee’s award to identify the targets to 

achieve by the end of the program, which is either 2017 or 2018 for all 2014 Grantees. VEGA then 

reviewed each Grantee’s FY14/15 work plan to identify the targets each program planned to have 

achieved by FY15. Both the end-of-program targets and FY15 targets were compared to the results 

reported in each program’s FY15 Annual Report. For those programs that had a work plan for FY15, it 

was easy to see if the program was on track with meeting its FY15 targets. However, for those programs 
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with no work plans, VEGA divided the end of the program targets by the duration of the program to 

produce an estimated target of where the program should have been at the end of FY15. Overall, 

reviewing Small Grant and PDP M&E data provides VEGA with an indication of how Small Grantees and 

PDP Grantees are performing. 

 

(14)  Review of the Bidders Conference Materials  

Before VEGA held its first F2F grant competition, it organized a pre-bidder’s conference in December 

2013. To evaluate its approach to solicitation and grants management, VEGA reviewed the information 

and presentation given to the conference attendees to identify what worked and any possible 

adjustments or additions that may improve the Conference in the future.  

 

(15)  Review of Small Grantee Onboarding Materials 

To evaluate its approach to grant management, VEGA conducted a document review of the materials 

distributed to Grantees at the kick-off meeting. This review aimed to show how the kick-off meeting 

changed throughout each Small Grant onboarding process and to identify best practices. Lastly, this 

review hoped to identify any gaps, possible changes, and/or any additional documents that may be 

useful for VEGA to provide to new F2F Grantees.  

 

(16) Review of F2F SPSP Grants Manual 

VEGA developed a Grants Manual at the beginning of the SPSP program “to provide specific 

implementation guidance for the Grants Program—i.e., awarding, administering, and monitoring grants 

as to ensure that the program is managed in a consistent and efficient manner, programmatic impact is 

maximized, and objectives are achieved.”6 The review of the manual focused on evaluating whether any 

procedures outlined in the manual are not being implemented and identifying improvements and best 

practices to incorporate into potential future revisions of the manual. 

 

(17)  Review Small Grant and PDP RFA and Award 

Prior to each grant competition and draft award, VEGA staff conducts a review of the previous RFA or 

award template in order to identify areas for improvement. This study recorded major changes and 

improvements incorporated to date.  

 

(18)  Small Grantee Exit Interviews 

At the conclusion of the 2013 Small Grants, VEGA staff conducted an exit interview with each Grantee to 

identify challenges and improve practices. Small Grantees did not complete an exit interview in 2014 

because these Grantees participated in a focus group for this study. For a list of exit interview questions, 

please refer to Annex G. 

 

                                                           

6
 Grants Manual, USAID Farmer-to-Farmer Special Program Support Project, 2013 
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Research Findings 

Due to the 360-degree research methodology, findings of the Lessons Learned I study include sensitive 

information about VEGA’s grantees and procedures. Therefore, findings have been shared in full with 

USAID but removed from the public report.   
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Lessons Learned 

VEGA embraces continuous learning and adaptation in the management of SPSP. The organization has 

adopted many improvements since the inception of the project, and it continues to learn and change 

through the second half of the program. The findings of the Lessons Learned I study make it possible to 

look back at these improvements, evaluate their effectiveness, and identify additional improvements to 

make during the duration of the program. The recommendations below are rooted in these findings but 

also reflect VEGA staff’s experience implementing the sub-award component of SPSP. 

Outreach & Solicitation 

Target outreach and solicitation efforts to a particular SPSP objective. 

Through SPSP, USAID aims to increase the number of new implementers, increase the number of MSO 

implementers, and explore innovative volunteer-sending models. While these are all worthy objectives, 

attempting to achieve all three through a single outreach and solicitation strategy has proven 

challenging. VEGA recommends holding separate competitions to target each SPSP objective. This would 

make it possible to focus outreach efforts more effectively. In addition, more targeted RFA requirements 

would help PEC members make selections that more closely align with SPSP priorities. 

 

For example, it is difficult for organizations that have never implemented an F2F program to compete 

with organizations that have years of experience. Regardless of how much support they receive, they 

are disadvantaged compared to organizations that have lengthy experience implementing F2F 

programs. Holding a solicitation where only new implementers qualify would ensure that new 

implementers receive awards.  

 

Another example is MSO engagement. Since 2013, VEGA has conducted two special studies to explore 

the best methods of reaching MSOs: “Special Study on Minority-Serving Institutions’ and Minority-

Serving Organizations’ Engagement7” and “Increasing Diversity in the Farmer-to-Farmer Program.8” Both 

studies have produced insights and recommendations on how to engage MSOs, but it is not possible to 

implement those recommendations through an untargeted Small Grants competition. With a targeted 

outreach plan and an MSO-only competition, VEGA can implement the previous special study 

recommendations for engaging MSOs. 

Increase the number of available Small Grants. 

The number of eligible Concept Papers received for the Small Grants competition has only varied slightly 

over the three grant cycles: 21 in 2013, 27 in 2014, and 23 in 2016. Even without increasing numbers of 

Small Grant applications, however, each round has had more fundable proposals than available grants. 

                                                           

7
 http://www.farmer-to-farmer.org/resources/special-study-minority-serving-institutions%E2%80%99-and-

minority-serving-organizations%E2%80%99 
8
 http://www.farmer-to-farmer.org/resources/increasing-diversity-f2f-programs 

http://www.farmer-to-farmer.org/resources/special-study-minority-serving-institutions%E2%80%99-and-minority-serving-organizations%E2%80%99
http://www.farmer-to-farmer.org/resources/special-study-minority-serving-institutions%E2%80%99-and-minority-serving-organizations%E2%80%99
http://www.farmer-to-farmer.org/resources/increasing-diversity-f2f-programs
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VEGA recommends increasing the number of available grants to make it more likely that smaller and less 

experienced organizations, whose proposals often lack the polish of their larger competitors, can receive 

awards. Additionally, increasing the number of grants would make it possible to award a meaningful 

number of programs targeting each SPSP objective. However, increasing the number of grants would 

also increase the staff time required for VEGA to provide high-quality grant management and capacity-

building support. Therefore, if the number of Small Grants is increased, staff LOE should increase at a 

corresponding rate. 

Improve Requests for Applications (RFAs) based on experience and findings. 

Since 2013, VEGA has improved upon its RFA based on its experience mentoring individual 

implementers. For example, many implementers were having difficulty understanding PERSUAP 

reporting requirements. VEGA reacted by adding PERSUAP to the reporting requirements section of the 

RFA (where previously only an annex explained the requirement). Other improvements to the RFA 

include more clearly stating standard indicators’ reporting requirements; incorporating emerging best 

practices, such as the requirement for volunteer reference checks; adding specificity to the volunteer 

SOW template (adapted from Winrock’s template); and allowing more flexibility in the monthly update 

format. Initial feedback on these changes has been positive. 

 

The findings of this study point to a number of other improvements that VEGA recommends for SPSP 

RFAs. These include: 

 

 Clearly define allowable and unallowable costs – Several statements made by Small Grants 

managers indicate confusion about allowable costs. Specifically, Grantees believe 

beneficiary travel, equipment, and training materials are not allowable and that F2F expects 

volunteers to provide training materials. In addition, one PDP Grantee did not understand 

the option to accept a 10% de minimis rate for overhead in lieu of an established NICRA. 

 

 Update Small Grant budget templates – The budget template used to date was designed to 

be extremely simple in the interest of enhancing accessibility for new applicants. However, 

feedback from the Grantees and PEC members indicates that the template has been over-

simplified. Greater detail in the template could help applicants to understand acceptable 

cost categories and what options they have for funding administrative costs. Specific 

revisions could include adding cost categories and illustrative costs for each category, 

especially leverage and NICRA/overhead. 

 Enhance past performance information – Although past performance information is 

currently submitted by applicants, the level of detail provided is low, and the information is 

not validated. References should be independently verified for all applicants in the Full 

Application stage. In addition, VEGA should provide a more formal documentation of past 

performance for applicants who have implemented previous grants under SPSP.  
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Hold a virtual Q&A for each competition. 

VEGA held a “bidder’s conference” in conjunction with the 2013 Small Grants cycle and will hold a 

similar virtual Q&A period for each grant cycle to provide additional explanation on topics that have 

been challenging for previous applicants, including allowable and unallowable costs, budget 

development, and standard certifications. 

Reduce PEC level of effort. 

VEGA has received an average of 25 Concept Papers in response to each Small Grants solicitation, 

creating a great deal of work for evaluation committee members. VEGA recommends exploring 

alternative PEC processes that align with USAID best practices. One approach that could reduce the level 

of effort required of committee members would be to have VEGA perform an initial screening of all 

applications to eliminate those that are unfundable before they are passed on to PEC members. The 

criteria used for the initial screening would mirror those used by the evaluation committee. VEGA would 

thoroughly document all findings and share feedback with the applicants for transparency.  

Encourage Mission-requested programs through PDP buy-ins. 

To date, attempting to procure Mission-requested projects through Small Grants solicitations has been 

ineffective. Feedback from SPSP applicants indicates that these programs were too small and technically 

specific to attract sufficient interest from a broad range of potential implementers. VEGA did 

successfully procure a PDP at the request of USAID/Ghana, attracting three strong applications. 

Although the program description was highly specific, the larger size of the program – $3 million – 

attracted sufficient interest potential implementers. Future Mission requests could use the Ghana 

program’s success as a model. To encourage greater participation by Missions, F2F could offer matching 

funds for Mission-requested programs. VEGA also recommends that staff time required to facilitate and 

manage buy-ins be considered in future SPSP budgets. 

Continue $150,000 maximum for Small Grants. 

In 2013, VEGA awarded Small Grants of $100,000. The maximum award amount increased to $150,000 

in 2014 in response to exit interviews with the 2013 Small Grantees. One 2013 implementer stated that 

it is “difficult to build institutional capacity with such little funding.” The higher funding amount has 

made it possible for Grantees to better support volunteers and ensure that F2F best practices in 

implementation and reporting are achievable. 

Fully fund PDPs. 

VEGA planned to award two PDPs at around $1.5 million each during the 2013 competition. However, by 

recommendation of the PEC, one of these awards was split between two applicants, with each asked to 

pare down their program by half. While both of these implementers have run successful programs, 

cutting back their programs so dramatically has led to challenges. In addition, low levels of funding 

undermine the ability of implementing organizations to operate like core implementers, which is a 

stated desire of USAID. VEGA recommends that PEC members be discouraged from recommending 

partial funding for PDPs. 
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Allow costs of implementing volunteer recommendations. 

Limiting F2F funding to supporting volunteers often creates a gap between volunteer input and desired 

impact. Several Grantees have requested the ability to use project funds to implement volunteer 

recommendations. Since SPSP is designed to test innovation under F2F, it could allow Small Grantees 

and PDPs more flexibility to use project funds for activities outside of direct volunteer support. 

Particularly for PDPs, which have programs of sufficient length to fully implement recommendations, 

funding the implementation of volunteer recommendations would likely lead to enhanced impact. In 

addition, this flexibility would allow SPSP to fund more innovative proposals. 

 

Another strategy could be to develop a separate volunteer impact fund, managed by SPSP, to award 

funds competitively for implementing volunteer recommendations.  

Grants Management 

Increase number of support visits to SPSP Grantees. 

While virtual communication can accomplish a lot, there is no substitute for in-person support visits to 

share information and establish relationships, both of which are vital to the achievement of SPSP 

objectives. 

 

VEGA originally planned for each PDP to receive a single support visit during the life of the project and 

did not plan any support visits for Small Grant projects. This has proven insufficient to achieve SPSP’s 

objectives in capacity building and outreach. VEGA recommends at least two visits for each PDP 

awarded—one at the beginning of the project and one about two-thirds of the way through 

implementation. The first trip could focus on working with local staff to ensure that they understand F2F 

requirements and best practices, verifying that volunteer support services uphold the quality reputation 

of the F2F program, and meeting with hosts, USAID, and other potential partners to ensure that they are 

aware of the project and its relationship to the larger F2F program. VEGA’s experience supporting the 

Purdue, FAVACA, and VWB PDPs has demonstrated that an early visit is particularly important to 

Grantees’ understanding of the F2F standard indicators and establishing good M&E practices. The 

second visit is necessary later in the project to review M&E data collection practices, to observe 

volunteers in the field and collect success stories, and to re-engage the Mission and potential partners 

about opportunities to extend the program. 

 

In addition to visiting PDPs, VEGA recommends visiting at least one Small Grant recipient from each 

program cycle. Planning these trips in the SPSP budget would give VEGA the flexibility to provide 

additional support to Grantees that struggle or run into implementation challenges. Likewise, VEGA 

would be able to promote projects that excel and better engage Missions about the opportunity to 

extend Small Grant programs through SPSP buy-ins. 

Improve Grantee onboarding and interaction. 

For each grant cycle since the beginning of the program, VEGA has enhanced its onboarding by 

expanding the topics covered and providing additional documents and resources. Interviews with Small 
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Grantees indicate that a detailed kick-off meeting that outlines all aspects of the award, roles of VEGA, 

and information on F2F as a program is useful. Feedback from Grantees indicates that the higher level of 

support and interaction is appreciated and should be continued. Furthermore, Grantees have expressed 

a desire for more opportunities to collaborate with and learn from their peers. VEGA could consider 

convening Small Grantees periodically and facilitating the exchange of best practices. 

Enhance relationships with PDP holders. 

There is a natural tension between VEGA’s role in providing oversight to SPSP grants and its role in 

building the capacity of its Grantees. VEGA staff must successfully hold Grantees accountable to the 

terms of their awards and F2F best practices without discouraging them from sharing the challenges 

they face so that VEGA might provide support. One PDP Grantee stated: 

“Wearing different hats is somewhat problematic. Not having a clear line between what VEGA will 

share with USAID and what they will use to partner with us is [an issue].” 

VEGA recommends increasing informal interaction with Grantees to help build the trust necessary to 

balance these objectives. More in-person support visits and phone calls would likely be effective, and 

future programs should allocate resources to accommodate these activities. In addition, VEGA should 

openly discuss its relationship to USAID during Grantee onboarding so that Grantees feel more 

comfortable discussing the challenges they face. 

Reduce administrative requirements of SPSP awards. 

PDPs expressed that the administrative requirements of their grants are greater than they anticipated 

and that staffing levels planned before they received their award are sometimes not sufficient. They 

suggested that VEGA advise Grantees about the level of effort required so that budgets are allocated 

accordingly. 

PDPs stated that reporting requirements are too extensive. One Grantee stated, “I feel that it is 

reporting for reporting’s sake. We need to focus on the issues for the core of the program and what will 

make it sustainable.” Currently, VEGA requires monthly updates and semi-annual reports. The intention 

of the monthly update is to monitor progress and quickly identify challenges that would benefit from 

VEGA’s support. A bi-monthly phone call could take the place of monthly written updates, however. This 

strategy would make it possible to maintain strong oversight while reducing the administrative burden 

on Grantees and strengthening relationships between VEGA staff and program managers.  

 

In addition, VEGA will reduce reporting requirements for Small Grantees who have implemented F2F 

programs and demonstrated good program management. For example, VEGA could replace monthly 

updates with phone check-ins quarterly or at the submission of each milestone report. 

Reduce expectations of PDPs to support wider F2F community. 

PDPs’ grant managers are often asked to engage in the larger F2F community on a level similar to core 

implementers, such as sitting on committees and helping to revise the best practices guide. PDP 

managers recognize that these activities have high value for the F2F program as a whole and express 

interest in participating, both for their own benefit and to be 'team players.' However, they also feel 
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that USAID makes requests without taking their more limited budget and staffing into account. VEGA 

recommends that USAID tailor requests for support to the general F2F community to the size of each 

implementer, and the difference between requirements and requests should be clear. 

Increase expected LOE for grant management. 

Fulfilling SPSP's commitment to bring smaller and less-experienced organizations into the F2F 

community while maintaining good volunteer-sending practices and upholding the program's reputation 

requires significant investment of support and oversight. SPSP targets applicants that are not familiar 

with USAID’s award-making processes, and engaging these organizations requires high levels of 

engagement and support. 

Capacity Building  

Increase virtual training opportunities and online resources. 

Farmer-to-Farmer.org is an increasingly effective way to reach numerous F2F stakeholders. The number 

of unique users visiting the site has increased from 175 in fiscal year 2014 to 4,362 in FY 2015 and 7,992 

in just the first six months of FY 2016. However, passive communication is not enough. During meetings 

with VWB program staff in Uganda and Ethiopia, for example, VEGA discovered that local staff were not 

aware of Farmer-to-Farmer.org and the resources available on the site. They were very interested in the 

training opportunities that VEGA provides, requesting links to indicator training videos and encouraging 

a webinar format for future sessions so that staff in distant locations can participate. 

Develop additional templates, tools, and resources. 

Implementation of the F2F program can be challenging to new implementers, and feedback from the 

survey and focus group reinforce that additional support would be welcome in understanding awards 

and F2F standard indicators and developing strong policies and procedures. Resources developed to 

date, including F2F USAID standard indicator training videos9, PERSUAP for F2F implementers10, and the 

“VEGA Guide to Volunteer Safety and Security Policies and Procedures11,” have been well-received by 

implementers. When possible, VEGA will share or adapt resources from the Farmer-to-Farmer 

Implementer’s Manual as needed by Grantees. Potential topics for additional resources are listed below:  

 Training on the calculation of leverage and definition of volunteer contributions 

 Alternative sources of funding to implement volunteer recommendations 

                                                           

9
 http://farmer-to-

farmer.org/resources?search_api_views_fulltext_1=training+session&field_audience=All&field_sectors=All&fi
eld_tags=All 
10

 http://farmer-to-
farmer.org/resources?search_api_views_fulltext_1=persuap&field_audience=All&field_sectors=All&field_tags
=All 
11

 http://farmer-to-farmer.org/resources/vega-guide-volunteer-safety-and-security-policies-and-procedures 

http://farmer-to-farmer.org/resources?search_api_views_fulltext_1=training+session&field_audience=All&field_sectors=All&field_tags=All
http://farmer-to-farmer.org/resources?search_api_views_fulltext_1=training+session&field_audience=All&field_sectors=All&field_tags=All
http://farmer-to-farmer.org/resources?search_api_views_fulltext_1=training+session&field_audience=All&field_sectors=All&field_tags=All
http://farmer-to-farmer.org/resources?search_api_views_fulltext_1=persuap&field_audience=All&field_sectors=All&field_tags=All
http://farmer-to-farmer.org/resources?search_api_views_fulltext_1=persuap&field_audience=All&field_sectors=All&field_tags=All
http://farmer-to-farmer.org/resources?search_api_views_fulltext_1=persuap&field_audience=All&field_sectors=All&field_tags=All
http://farmer-to-farmer.org/resources/vega-guide-volunteer-safety-and-security-policies-and-procedures
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 How in-country USAID Missions work and how to communicate best with your country’s 

Mission.  

 Standard indicator training for in-country hosts (PDPs) 

 Templates for communication and outreach, such as press releases 

 Training on best practices in financial management  

 Training on CFR 200 

 Risk management 

 Templates and recommended procedure for volunteer reference checks 

 Template for volunteer trip reports 

Continue capacity building for Small Grant applicants. 

VEGA’s capacity-building efforts begin at the application phase to ensure that organizations with little 

experience applying for USAID funding have the information needed to compete against more 

experienced applicants. Over the course of the program, VEGA adopted several improvements to this 

support. During the first round of Small Grants, support and capacity building were limited to informal 

emails or phone calls. VEGA has since adopted a procedure that offers all applicants equal support in a 

transparent manner. During the 2015 competition, staff developed feedback memoranda, including 

both application-specific feedback and general tips for all applicants, and shared them with all 

applicants, regardless of whether they were invited to submit a Full Application. Furthermore, VEGA’s 

F2F SPSP director offered a phone call to discuss and clarify the feedback. 

 

Although this process is time consuming, it has resulted in stronger applications. PEC members stated 

that the quality of applicants has improved with each round of Small Grants solicitation. Applicants 

themselves also reported that they received sufficient support from VEGA, which allowed them to 

better understand USAID requirements and strengthen their proposals. VEGA recommends that staff 

continue to offer higher levels of support and interaction at all stages of the application. 

Increase support for communication with USAID Missions. 

SPSP Grantees have expressed a desire for VEGA to take a more direct and active role in facilitating their 

communication with USAID Missions. To date, VEGA’s strategy has been to encourage Grantees to 

engage with Missions, supplying contacts when necessary but generally leaving communication up to 

the Grantees. However, there is a perception among Grantees that VEGA currently engages Missions 

without sharing that information. 

 

While VEGA could do more to facilitate Mission relationships with its Grantees, staff time is a limiting 

factor. If time were available, VEGA would take a two-pronged approach to enhancing Mission 

engagement. First, it would coach its Grantees on how best to approach USAID Missions in order to 

foster strong relationships. Then, it would communicate directly with USAID Missions—including an 

introductory email at the program’s inception that explains the program and VEGA’s role, shares semi-

annual reports, develops success stories, and sends them to Missions—and connect in-person through 

additional support visits to Grantees. 
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Enhance SPSP Grantees’ engagement with the larger F2F community. 

VEGA could better connect its Grantees to core implementers, which would help both SPSP Grantees 

and core implementers to explore possibilities for collaboration. Providing funding for all Small Grantees 

and PDPs to attend the F2F annual implementer partners meeting would go a long way to foster this 

collaboration. Travel funds, in particular for Small Grantees, should be provided in addition to the grant. 

Add mid-sized grants as F2F 'stepping stones.' 

SPSP is designed to bring new organizations into F2F and help them grow into larger roles within the 

community, such as partnering with other implementers as subs. Overall, PDPs agree that their 

experience has greatly enhanced their understanding of what is required to implement an F2F program. 

However, Grantees also expressed that moving between grant levels—PDPs moving up to become core 

implementers or Small Grantees moving up to receive a PDP—still feels out of reach. They note that the 

gaps between each level are too large. During the focus group, Small Grant managers agreed that the 

one-year duration and $150,000 limit were obstacles to their organization’s ability to implement larger 

programs.  

In order to bridge the gaps and design SPSP grants so they are helping organizations work toward larger 

roles within F2F, USAID could introduce a mid-sized SPSP grant category ($300,000–$500,000). This 

grant could be awarded at the beginning of the SPSP cycle, or it could begin about midway and be 

limited to organizations that successfully completed Small Grants awarded earlier in the cycle. 
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Conclusion 

The Lessons Learned I study has shown that VEGA’s SPSP sub-awards program has operated effectively 

throughout the first half of the program. Many improvements have already been incorporated, and the 

benefits of these can be seen both in feedback from Grantees and in the high quality of Small Grant and 

PDP projects. With few exceptions, VEGA Grantees reported being satisfied with the support they 

receive, though many requested that VEGA take an even more active role in building the capacity of 

their organizations. 

 

Of course, further improvement is always possible. Many of the recommendations made in this study 

can and will be implemented by VEGA during the remainder of the program, especially in the design and 

management of the final round of Small Grants, which is planned for 2017. Other recommendations, 

however, require additional resources from USAID. Over the course of the program, estimated funding 

has decreased significantly—from an initial $9 million for core activities to $6.2 million in 2015. While 

expectations of VEGA staff increased, LOE was cut by 28%, making it increasingly challenging to ensure 

that the level of support and oversight to sub-Grantees does not suffer. As the current F2F cycle winds 

down and funding expectations become more certain, VEGA encourages USAID to consider that 

investment in the sub-awards program represents an investment in the future of the F2F Program. With 

relatively little money, VEGA can support Small Grants and PDPs that result not only in successful 

volunteer programs but also in F2F being a more inclusive and innovative program overall. 
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Annex A: Survey Questions – Small Grant Applicants (Successful and 

Unsuccessful) 

 

1. Which of the following F2F funding opportunities has your organization applied to? Please check all 

that apply. 

 2013 Small Grant (Concept Paper was due 12/23/13) 

 2014 Small Grant (Concept Paper was due 10/27/14) 

 2016 Small Grant (Concept Paper was due 2/18/16) 

 2014 PDP (Concept Paper was due 04/24/14) 

 2016 PDP (Full Application was due 03/1/16) 

 My organization has never applied for F2F funding. 
 

2. Which of the following did your organization most recently apply to? 

 Small Grant 

 PDP 

 

3. If your most recent application was for a Small Grant, were you invited to complete a Full 

Application? 

 Yes 

 No 

 Did not apply for a Small Grant. 

 

4. Was your organization awarded the Small Grant? 

 Yes 

 No 

 

5. If your most recent application was for a PDP, were you invited to complete a Full Application? 

Please note that the 2016 PDP in Ghana did not have a concept paper stage. 

 Yes 

 No 

 My organization applied to the 2016 PDP in Ghana 

 Did not apply for a PDP 

 

6. Was your organization awarded the PDP? 

 Yes 

 No 
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7. Please rate how comfortable or uncomfortable your organization is with applying to USAID–funded 

programs. 

 Very comfortable 

 Comfortable 

 Neither comfortable nor uncomfortable 

 Uncomfortable 

 Very uncomfortable 

 I don't know 

 Other (please specify) 
 

 

When answering the following questions, please only refer to your most recent application. 

 

8. Which of the following did you most recently apply to? 

 2013 Small Grant 

 2014 Small Grant  

 2016 Small Grant 

 2014 PDP 

 2016 PDP 

 

9. Please select the option that best represents how you feel about the content of the RFA you most 

recently applied to. Please note that you may need to scroll to the right to view all answer options: 

Strongly Agree, Agree, Undecided, Disagree, Strongly Disagree, N/A. 

 

The RFA clearly explained the eligibility criteria for applicants. 

Comments: 

 

The program objectives outlined in the RFA were clear. 

Comments: 

 

How to submit Question and Answer queries was clear. 

Comments: 

 

The responses received from the Question and Answer portion of the application provided 

further clarity to the RFA. 

Comments: 

 

The application requirements (page length, outline, submitted via Word, etc.) outlined in the 

RFA were clear.  

Comments: 
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The evaluation process outlined in the RFA was clear. (For example, you understood that there 

was a Concept Paper phase and that only organizations selected by the Proposal Evaluation 

Committee would be invited to submit a Full Application.) 

Comments: 

 

The evaluation criteria outlined in the RFA were clear. (For example, you understood that you 

were being evaluated on your technical approach, source of volunteers, organizational capacity, 

and budget and the meaning/purpose of each of these sections.) 

Comments: 

 

The deadline for submitting Applications was clear.  

Comments: 

 

Directions on how to submit Applications were clear.  

Comments: 

 

 

F2F RFAs always include a number of annexes. We are interested in learning if you feel each was helpful 

or unhelpful. If you felt an annex was unhelpful, please use the comment box to explain why you felt it 

was unhelpful and/or add any suggestions for how you think VEGA could improve its usefulness. 

 

10. Please select the option that best represents how you felt about the annexes included the RFA you 

most recently applied to. (Helpful, Neither helpful nor unhelpful, Unhelpful, Did not use, I don’t remeber) 

 

“Functions and Activities Typically Required in an F2F Volunteer Program” – outlined 

requirements like sector analysis and planning, selecting partners, selecting hosts, development 

of assignments, volunteer recruitment, etc. 

Comments: 

 

“Other Critical Implementation Requirements” – stressed that applicants consider the planned 

and unplanned impacts of their programs on gender and environmental issues; also outlined 

restricted sub-sectors, activities, and PERSUAP requirements. 

Comments: 

 

“Eligible F2F Countries and Existing F2F Country Programs” 

Comments: 

 

“F2F Standard Indicator Reporting Tables” – provided an example of the USAID F2F Standard 

Indicator Tables or provided a reminder of where an example table could be located. 

Comments: 
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“VEGA F2F Volunteer SOW Approval Document” – provided a template for Volunteer 

Assignment SOWs that would be required from Grantees. 

Comments: 

 

“Branding and Marketing” – outlines the Branding Strategy and Marketing Plan USAID requires 

apparently successful applicants to submit.  

Comments: 

 

“Environmental Guidelines for F2F Volunteers” – outlines the volunteer's role in maintaining 

environmental health and safety. 

Comments: 

 

“John Ogonowski F2F Program Guidelines for Implementing Partners: Environmental and 

Natural Resource Management Issues” – outlines major environmental issues in volunteer 

programs, current practices, the role of implementers, and key recommendations. 

Comments: 

 

“Certifications” – provides a link to USAID's resource for certifications and required 

representations. 

Comments: 

 

“CV Template”                          

Comments: 

 

“Past Performance Review Template”  

Comment: 

 

11. Was the amount of time provided to submit a Concept Paper sufficient? 

 Yes 

 No 

 Applied to 2016 PDP RFA Ghana (did not have a Concept Paper phase)  

 I don't know 

 

12. Please provide us with an estimate of how much time your organization would need to prepare a 

Concept Paper. 

 

13. Was the amount of time provided to submit a Full Application sufficient? 

 Yes 

 No 

 We have never completed a Full Application. 

 I don’t know 
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14. Please provide us with an estimate of how much time your organization would need to prepare a 

Full Application. 

 

15. Would you have benefited from more support in developing your Concept Paper and/or 

application? Please choose all sections you would have liked like more support developing. 

 Objectives 

 Description of Problem 

 Proposed Activities 

 Sources and Management of Volunteers 

 Staffing 

 Budget 

 Requirements (i.e. Mission concurrence, CVs, past performance references)  

 Certifications and Representations 

 Navigating USAID RFAs 

 How to Implement F2F Grants 

 None of the above 

 Other (please specify) 

 

16. How would you like to receive additional support? Please select all options that may interest you. 

 Webinars 

 Templates 

 One-on-one calls 

 Seminars/Events 

 Other written resources 

 Other (please specify) 

  

17. In 2015, VEGA offered an F2F Small Grant opportunity for $150,000 in Turkmenistan to train 

extension agents working in the livestock sector. Did you receive information about this opportunity? 

 Yes 

 No 

 I don’t know 

 

18. Did you apply to the Small Grant opportunity in Turkmenistan? 

 Yes 

 No 

 I don't know 

 

19. Please explain why you did not apply (if applicable). 
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20. In 2015, VEGA offered an F2F Small Grant for $150,000 to support agribusiness in Serbia. Did you 

receive information about this opportunity? 

 Yes 

 No 

 I don’t know 

 

21. Did you apply to the Small Grant opportunity in Serbia? 

 Yes 

 No 

 I don't know 

 

22. Please explain why you did not apply (if applicable). 

 

23. How did your organization learn about F2F Small Grant and/or PDP opportunities? Please check all 

that apply. 

 Farmer-to-Farmer.org website 

 Farmer-to-Farmer social media (Facebook, Twitter) 

 VEGAalliance.org website 

 VEGA Alliance social media (Facebook) 

 Direct email of RFA announcement 

 Personal reference 

 I don't know 

 Other (please specify) 

 

24. Which of the following is your preferred method of communication to learn about F2F Grant 

opportunities? 

 Farmer-to-Farmer.org website 

 Farmer-to-Farmer social media (Facebook, Twitter) 

 VEGAlliance.org website 

 VEGA Alliance social media (Facebook, Twitter) 

 Direct email of RFA announcement 

 Speaking with an F2F representative at an event 

 Other (please specify) 
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25. Please rate how helpful or unhelpful you found VEGA’s assistance (F2F staff) during the solicitation 

process. 

 Very helpful 

 Helpful 

 Neither helpful nor unhelpful 

 Not helpful 

 Very unhelpful 

 

Comments: 

 

26. Please rate how fair or unfair you felt the solicitation process was. 

 Very fair 

 Fair 

 Neither fair nor unfair 

 Unfair 

 Very unfair 

 

Comments: 

 

27. Please rate how transparent or nontransparent you felt the solicitation process was. 

 Very transparent 

 Transparent 

 Neither transparent nor nontransparent 

 Nontransparent 

 Very nontransparent 

 

Comments: 

 

28. Please rate how satisfied or unsatisfied your organization was with the overall F2F solicitation 

process. 

 Very satisfied 

 Satisfied 

 Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 

 Unsatisfied 

 Very unsatisfied 

 

Comments: 
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29. Please rate how likely or unlikely it is that your organization will apply for F2F funding in the 

future. 

 Very likely 

 Likely 

 Neither likely nor unlikely 

 Unlikely 

 Very unlikely 

 I don't know 

 

Comments: 

 

30. Please share any other comments or recommendations related to your experience applying for an 

F2F grant. 

 

31. If VEGA has any follow-up questions, may we contact you for an interview? 

 Yes 

 No 

 

32. Please provide your name and a phone number or email where we can reach you. 
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Annex B: Interview Questions – In-Country Coordinator 

 

In-Country Coordinator Interview Questions: 

1. How did you first encounter the program implementer? Did the idea for the program come 

from the implementer or the host? 

 

2. Did you work with the program implementer in developing the Application under the Small 

Grant/PDP RFA? To what level, in what capacity? 

 

3. What problem or issue does your program seek to address? Do you feel the Small Grant or 

PDP has addressed it successfully? Why? Why not? (Post-Interview: check if this response 

matches the program description.)  

 

4. In your words, please describe your role implementing the program. (If applicable: Did you 

have a hand in selecting hosts? What makes a good host? What are the biggest challenges 

you face working with hosts and the strategies you use to overcome them?) 

 

5. To what level were you involved in identifying safety and security procedures for 

volunteers? Are you aware of how the implementing organization identified these 

procedures (i.e., adequate housing, an evacuation plan, etc.)? 

 

6. What involvement did you have in developing volunteer SOWs and recruitment? Do you feel 

that volunteer candidates are well qualified to meet the objectives of those SOWs? 

 

7. What involvement do you have in completing the standard indicator reporting? How 

comfortable are you with these reporting requirements? 

 

8. About what percentage of your time do you spend on the Small Grant/PDP program? What 

other professional commitments do you currently have? How do you access the resources 

you need (equipment/space/staff support/supplies) to perform your job? What did you 

contribute to the assignment/project in terms of time? 

 

9. Describe what generally happens when volunteers are in country. How much time did you 

spend interacting with the volunteer? Do you feel that, in general, the time volunteers 

spend in country is used efficiently and effectively? How would you rank the volunteer’s 

interaction with the host on a scale of 1-5 (1 being very good, 5 being very bad)?  

 

10. What is your level of familiarity with the worldwide Farmer-to-Farmer program? Is it an 

effective program in your opinion? Why or why not? 

 

11. As an in-country coordinator, please identify some benefits and challenges of F2F’s 

volunteer short-term technical assistance approach. 
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12. What is your level of familiarity with VEGA’s F2F SPSP?  

 

13. Have you ever seen F2F resources like the Implementers’ Guide? If so, how useful is it? Are 

there other resources that might be helpful to you in coordinating F2F programs? Have you 

visited Farmer-to-Farmer.org? 

 

14. Is there anything else you would like F2F/USAID to know? 

 

 

Host Organization Coordinator Interview Questions for coordinators who are from host 

organizations (frequently found in Small Grants): 

1. How well did the volunteer address problems/questions raised by your organization and its 

beneficiaries? 

 

2. What did your organization learn from the volunteer?  

 

3. What do you think the volunteer learned from your organization? 

 

4. Based on the list of recommendations from the report, rank the importance of each 

recommendation. Then discuss if you have been able to implement the recommendations. If 

yes, what was the result? If no, why not (and do you plan to)? 

 

5. Are you and other farmers in this area doing things differently than before based on the 

Small Grant/PDP program? If yes, describe the differences (especially focus on technology or 

innovations). 
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Annex C: Interview Questions – PEC Members 

 

Interview – Proposal Evaluation Committee (PEC) members 

 

Goals of this interview: 

 To assess VEGA’s management of the PEC 

 To gather lessons learned on the PEC process, and the PDP/ SPSP program in general 

 

1. This first set of questions will help us assess our communications and the process of setting up 

the PEC. How well did VEGA communicate what was expected from you as a member of the 

PEC? Did you feel the scope of work you were given was achievable within the timeframe and 

compensation provided? Did you participate in a briefing call prior to receiving the 

Applications? Was this call helpful? Why or why not?  

 

2. Please provide feedback on the Concept Note and Full Application stages. Do you think the two-

step approach was useful? Did you see an improvement in Applications from concept note to 

full application? Number of applications they were required to read appropriate?(Note: Ghana 

RFA was only fully application) 

 

 

3.  The RFA was broken into different sections with different points assigned. Were the categories 

appropriate for evaluation? Were any categories missing or should be removed? Should there 

be a category with more emphasis? (Please refer to RFA for points and reference)  

 

4. The SPSP (small grant and PDP programs) were was established to help us reach a more diverse 

set of F2F volunteers and implementers and to promote innovation within the program. Based 

on that goal, do you think the solicitations were written to help garner that kind of interest? 

What would you recommend we adjust, if anything, on the evaluation criteria to help us meet 

those goals? How can we better reach new implementers? How can we better bring in/evaluate 

innovation in proposals?  

 

5. VEGA managed the overall PEC process. What were some of the things VEGA did to help make 

the process fair, effective, and efficient? What would you recommend that VEGA do to improve 

on their management of the PEC process?  

 

6. The makeup of the PEC was purposely diverse—including USAID, VEGA, several retired USAID 

Officers, and industry experts. Do you have any thoughts on the composition of the committee? 

Do you think this composition led to fair decisions? Do you think this composition helped to 

promote innovation? What recommendations do you have to improve the composition of the 

committee in order to lead to a more diverse and innovative F2F program? 

 

7. What recommendations do you have to improve the PEC process? What else, apart from what 

has been asked, do you think VEGA and USAID should know about the PDP program?  
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Annex D: Interview Questions – PDP Grantees 

 

Interview Group 1 – PDP Grant Managers 

 

Goals of this interview: 

 To assess how VEGA is doing in program management  

 To assess how VEGA is doing in capacity building 

 To assess RFA outreach and solicitation process 

 

Let’s start with a brief overview of your work with the PDP program. Can you tell me about your 

project, such as where it was implemented, targeted beneficiaries, and key results? Tell me about 

any innovative aspects of the program and why you consider them to be innovative. 

1. We are interested in improvements or adjustments in the awards process that can make the PDP 

award process more inclusive to new organizations and better prepare applicant organizations 

to bid on the larger Farmer-to-Farmer programs. Can you please provide feedback on changes 

you would suggest VEGA make to improve its management of the PDP process? (Areas to 

consider: outreach and pre-solicitation preparation, time provided to respond to the solicitation, 

clarity of the solicitation, process of reviewing/evaluating proposals.)  

 

2. The PDP program was designed to provide new or smaller organizations with an opportunity to 

bid on a medium-size Farmer-to-Farmer program. The idea of the PDP is to build the capacity of 

the implementer to be able to feel confident and obtain the past performance needed to 

manage a larger Farmer-to-Farmer program successfully in the future. What was/is your long-

term goal for working with Farmer-to-Farmer, and how does the PDP program help you achieve 

that? In what ways has managing this PDP program prepared your organization to meet your 

goal? In what ways hasn’t it? 

 

3. VEGA is tasked with building the capacity of PDP and Small Grant holders to comply with USAID 

management and reporting requirements and Farmer-to-Farmer best practices. VEGA had done 

this by: having a more iterative proposal process, hosting “brown bags” on topics of need or 

interest to PDP implementers, developing Web-based tools or resources on management 

processes and USAID requirements, and conducting special studies. We are seeking your 

feedback on these tools. 

 Overall, are you aware that these capacity-building tools exist? How were you made 

aware of them? What have you used? What is still needed? 

 Do you have any thoughts on VEGA’s reporting requirements and procedures? Was it 

reasonable? Too much? 

 What did you think about the onboarding process? What recommendations do you 

have? 

 Have you used resources on Farmer-to-Farmer.org? What resources are helpful? What 

additional resources would you like to see? 
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 VEGA has conducted several “brown bags,” which are short presentations and 

discussions, on Farmer-to-Farmer implementation. Have you attended a brown bag in 

the past? If so, did you find the session helpful? How would you improve it in the future? 

 VEGA has conducted several special studies in the past—e.g., Farmer-to-Farmer 

PERSUAP (Pesticide Evaluation Report and Safer Use Action Plan) and the recruitment of 

minority volunteers—and has room to conduct additional studies. Are there any 

particular study topics that would be useful to you? 

 What areas, if any, do you need assistance with when implementing Farmer-to-Farmer?  

 Based on your work, where would you like to see improvements made in F2F? 

 

4. Volunteers are the heart of the Farmer-to-Farmer program, and the PDP awards are meant to 

assist organizations in learning more about effective fielding of volunteers. Do you think the PDP 

program gave opportunities to new volunteers to participate in the Farmer-to-Farmer program? 

What are the challenges you face in volunteer recruitment? Volunteer management? Volunteer 

safety and security? Has VEGA assisted in addressing these challenges? What could VEGA do that 

they are not doing to assist in these challenges? Thinking more broadly on the Farmer-to-Farmer 

program, do you think improvements need to be made to the volunteer screening, preparing, 

and fielding process?  

 

5. Monitoring and evaluation is a critical area of international development programs. Let’s talk 

about the Farmer-to-Farmer Monitoring & Evaluation (M&E) process. What are some of your 

positive comments about the M&E system? What is needed to improve it? Does the M&E data 

collected help you, as the implementing organization, make better management decisions? 

VEGA, with USAID and others, put together online M&E trainings (found on Farmer-to-

Farmer.org). Have you used these? Why or why not?  

 

6. In general, tell me about your overall experience with VEGA, USAID, and the PDP program. What 

were the challenges when implementing the PDP program? What were the most rewarding 

parts of implementing the PDP program?  

 

7. Let’s talk about outreach and communications. Part of VEGA’s role is educating the international 

development community and the public about Farmer-to-Farmer and assisting program 

managers in sharing stories and communications with the public about F2F. VEGA attempts to 

do this through stories on PDP programs. Assess how VEGA supports PDPs to communicate on 

behalf of their programs. 

 

8. What else, apart from what has been asked, do you think VEGA and USAID should know about 

the PDP program?  
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Annex E: Focus Group Questions – Small Grantees 

 

Goals of the Focus Group: 

 To learn how VEGA is doing in program management  

 To learn how VEGA is doing in capacity building 

 To gain feedback on RFA outreach and solicitation processes 

 

1. We are interested in improvements or adjustments in the awards process that can make the 

Farmer-to-Farmer Small Grants application and management process more inclusive to new 

organizations and better prepare applicant organizations to bid on and manage larger programs. 

Can you please provide feedback or changes you would suggest VEGA make to improve their 

management of the Small Grants process? (Areas to consider: outreach and pre-solicitation 

preparation, time provided to respond to the solicitation, clarity of the solicitation, process of 

reviewing/evaluating proposals.) 

 

2. Overall, was the RFA clear in identifying the type of programs Farmer-to-Farmer is seeking to 

award? Do you feel the RFA requirements are appropriate when implementing your program 

(one-year programs capped at $150,000)? Did you seek assistance from VEGA when developing 

your application? If yes, was this assistance helpful? 

 

3. Do you find the reporting requirements appropriate (monthly updates, milestone reports, and 

final milestone report)? Is VEGA’s feedback on these reports useful? Small Grants Awards are 

fixed-amount awards; the payments are based on milestones. The main advantage of this type 

of award is simplified financial documentation and reporting requirements. Is the simplified 

system helpful to your organization? Do you feel you could meet the requirements of a cost-

reimbursable system, including meeting federal cost principles? Has the milestone system been 

clear throughout implementation? 

 

4. One goal of the Small Grants program is to build the capacity of the implementer to be able to 

feel confident and obtain the past performance needed to manage a larger Farmer-to-Farmer 

program successfully in the future. What was/is your long-term goal for working with Farmer-to-

Farmer, and how does the Small Grants program help you achieve that? In what ways has 

managing this Small Grants program prepared your organization to meet your goal? In what 

ways hasn’t it? 

 

5. Another goal of the Small Grants program is to bring new volunteer sources into the Farmer-to-

Farmer community. Are you satisfied with your level of engagement with the larger Farmer-to-

Farmer community? Has your participation in the Small Grants program led to increased 

interaction with core implementers? Would you consider collaborating with a core implementer 

as a smaller piece of a larger Farmer-to-Farmer program? Why or why not? What kinds of 

support would be helpful in making connections with core implementers (if participants are 

interested)? 
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6. VEGA is tasked with building the capacity of Small Grant holders to comply with USAID 

management and reporting requirements and Farmer-to-Farmer best practices. VEGA has done 

this by: communicating frequently with grant recipients, hosting “brown bags” on topics of need 

or interest to Farmer-to-Farmer implementers, developing Web-based tools or resources on 

management processes and USAID requirements, and conducting special studies. We are 

seeking your feedback on these tools.  

a. Overall, are you aware that these capacity-building tools exist? How were you made 

aware of them? What have you used? What is still needed? 

b. Do you have any thoughts on VEGA’s reporting requirements and procedures? Was it 

reasonable? Too much? 

c. What did you think about the onboarding process? What recommendations do you 

have? 

d. Have you used resources on Farmer-to-Farmer.org? What resources are helpful? What 

additional resources would you like to see? 

 

7. VEGA has conducted several “brown bags,” which are short presentations and discussions, on 

Farmer-to-Farmer implementation. Have you attended a brown bag in the past? If so, did you 

find the session helpful? How would you improve it in the future? 

 

8. What areas, if any, do you need assistance or more assistance with when implementing Farmer-

to-Farmer program? Are there any areas where you felt you received inadequate support? Some 

of the areas might include:  

a. Volunteer recruitment: publicizing the volunteer program and building a network of 

volunteers.  

b. Travel arrangements: including compliance with the Fly America Act and support in the 

area of travel vaccinations and visas and purchasing medical evacuation insurance for 

volunteers. 

c. Managing volunteer finances: including reimbursement of allowable costs. 

d. Monitoring and evaluation of volunteer assignment impacts. 

e. Safety and security. 

f. Program management systems: developing project strategies, host profiles and scopes 

of work (SOWs).  

g. Finance and budgets. 

h. Working with host organizations/host beneficiaries. 

i. Use of pesticides and USAID PERSUAP regulations. 

j. Where and how to find resources for the Farmer-to-Farmer program. 

k. Outreach and communications: to the general public and USAID Missions 

l. Other areas. 

 

9. Would you be interested in working with VEGA to engage USAID Missions about expanding your 

Farmer-to-Farmer program? Why or why not? What kinds of support from VEGA would be most 

important? 

 

10. What changes would you like to see to the Small Grants program in the future?   
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Annex F: 2016 Small Grants Onboarding Packet 

 

 

Names and contact information have 

been omitted for this report  
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Annex G: Small Grant Exit Interview Questions 

Exit Interview Questions – Small Grants 

 February 2015 

 

Pre-Award 

 How was the RFA process?  

o Were the objectives/parameters of the RFA clear? 

o Was VEGA supportive/responsive to your questions? 

o Was VEGA clear during the evaluation process? 

 

 How was the Award process?  

o Was the Award explained clearly? 

o Were your questions answered? 

 

Onboarding 

 How was the onboarding process?  

o Were your questions answered?  

o Were the expectations clear? 

 

Grant Implementation and Management 

 How was VEGA’s management during implementation? 

o Was VEGA responsive?  

o Did VEGA address your questions? 

 

 Were there areas where VEGA assisted with the capacity building of your organization? 

o If yes, when? 

o Are there other areas you feel your organization could have benefited more from 

some training/capacity building? 

 

 What challenges did you face during implementation? 

o How do you think VEGA could have better supported you during this? 

 

 Now that the project is close to completion, do you feel prepared to take on a larger grant, 

such as a PDP? 

o Why or why not? 

 

General/F2F Worldwide 

 What changes would you suggest to VEGA throughout the Small Grants process and 

management? 

 

 What suggestions, if any, do you have to improve the F2F worldwide program? 


